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ABSTRACT 

§ Examined was whether within-class social comparison 

processes mediate the effects of ability grouping in mathematics on 
self -concept % The sample was 149 students in seventh-grade classrooms 
in two ^schools, one practicing wi thin-classroom grouping and *^he 
other us i ng between-class room grouping* It was predicted that) among 
students, who frequently use social comparison information to evaluate 
their ability , self -concept . of mathematics ability ought to be more 
strongly related to the f level, of one's group if one is in a school 
that practices, wi thi n -class room grouping by ability, Among students 
who do not use social^ompar i son information often, self = concept of 
mathematics ability snoolvd be equally related to the level, of one's 
group, whether within-or Jbetween-classroom grouping practices are 
.used. These predictions were partially confirmed, although 
complicated by interact ion effects involving gender . Tjie ^importance 
of these lindings for the literature on social comparison of ability 
and on ability grouping in schools is discussed, ( Author/KNS ) 
9 5 - " 
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Abst^ ' 

The hypothfes i s thats w i th i n-c 1 assroom socikl comparison processes medLati 
the effects of ability group i ng In math on sel f -concept of math ability 
is examined i n a sample of r 1 1*9 seventh-grade math .students^ 1/1 school's*, 
that practice either w J th i n-c 1 assroom or between-c 1 assrdom grouping. 

^ < \ 

Among students who f^requentl^ use comparison information to 




evaluate the i n ab i 1 ! ty , self-concept, of, math ability ought to be more, 



strongly positively related to the levef of one's group if one is i n a 
school that practices wi thin-classroom as opposed to betweeri-c lassroom 
group i ng by ability. Amonp students who do not use social* comparison 
information often t self-concept" of math ability should b| equally 
positively related to the le^^pione's group, whether wi th i n-cl assroom 
or b^tween-c 1 assroom group i ng- pract i ces are used. Predictions are 
partially confirmed, but they are. compl i cated ' by interaction effects 
involving gender. The importance of these findings for the literature 
on see I rTjompar i son of ability and ability grouping in schools is 

discussed, / , . 

* . ■ 



y 



y ' 



Social Comparison -and Ability-Grouping Eftects on Abi 1 uty Evaluations in 



Fest i nger 1 s theory of social comparison processes 095l|) assumes 
that there exists a human drive to evaluate one 1 s abilities, * to the 




extent that objective standards for evaluation are absent, people will 

evaluate their abilities by comparison wi t(r ,simi lar others. Other 

i * i. 
motivational theorists (Meyer, Folkes, and Weiner,. 1976; Suls and 

.< t f . 

Sander^, 1982; Trope,. 1 975 1 Weiner and Kukla, 1970) have assumed that 

persons are motivated to obtain accurate information about thei r 
✓ 

abilities^ that this information' is obtained through- soc i a 1 compar i son , 
and that individual differences In the strength^ of this motivation 
exist. -, , 

In addition to individual differences in motivation to evaluate 
one's abilities/ the nature of the reference ' group* used in this 

y 

drtermi ne how favor ab] e one 1 s sel f-eval uat i on 



aluatfon process wi 1 
will be. Schools -that prac 



wi th i n-c 1 assr 



grouping by ability 



offer their students , reference groups that differ sytstemat i cal ly fr 



the reference groups offered students in. schools with, between^c 1 assrc 
grouping* Specifically, schools that practice wi th i n-c 1 assroom grouping 
j^ay encourage students to compare themse 1 ves , w i th others who are more 




diverse in ability within ^heT^own classroom- high ability students , 
may compare themsefviis >wi th substarit I ally ' less able ""students and 
exaggerate how capabj^ they are; low ability students may compare 
themselves wi thj^su^stant I a 1 Ty more able students and exaggerate hoW^_ 



are. I n contrast 



incapable they themselves are. In contrast -to fe^nger > suggest i on 
that persons will primarily evaluate the1V-*tei 1 i ties by' (upward) 



comparison with similar others 9 we are suggas^t I ng that schools may 
constrain students to .treat all their classmates as .relevant corhpar i son 

, - ■■<• — ■ ■ •••• - : * i' -. ■ / •• *' ■ 

others , - ^ 

Other researchers have assumed thaj ^social comparison processes 



lf*3t£ the effects, e-f group placement on self- 



within the classroom med^ 

concept.., of ability (Schwarzer t 1 9 B 2 I Strang , Smiths and s Rogers, (1978) , 



expectancies for success and failure in day-to-day sjchpoVwork (O'SonnoT^ 

Atkinsont and Honner, *S * 3nd -performance on, standardised tests 

^(Beckerman and Good, IjSli Rogers, Smith, and Coleman,^ 1978). Whereas 

the mediating role of w i t.h i n^c 1 assr^ocim ■ compar i son of # V%rb i 1 i t i es has^ be^n 

assumed in these field investigations, it has not £een e'mpj r i ck 1 ly 

■V ' ' . < ! • 

assessed. We know^of no other study in the literature on ^effects of.- 

ability grouping ig schools that has directly assessed wi th f n*c lass room 

social comparison of abilities* isposito {1973) suggests that the 

general 1 y Inconsistent findings, reported in the ability grouping 

J 

literature are due to lack of explicit attention to med i at i ona 1 

processes . Our study attempts^ >£b redress this- deficiency in the 

v > *" 

1 i terature. , « ' 

• ....... - , . N . ^ ....... 

We proptse , a mq^el in which individual di/ferences in social 5 

\ : > • ■ y , 

comparison of one's ability, together with group i ng /pract ices i rr tfchoo l s 

.5 " . W / 

c ' . . ,. / 

jointly influence self^cqneept of ability, Consider an jndiv/ldual who 

frequently uses.social comparison information to evaluate herv brihM 

ability un ma thema£ i cs. We hypothesize that under wi thj n^cl ass room 

ability grouping this individual's self=concept of math ability will be 

more strongly related to the level at which she or he is priced than if 

the indjvidual is in a school with between-c 1 assroom . ability grouping* 

For those Individuals who N do not frequently use social comparison 



i 



- n 



Iciate their math ability, we predict that self- 



mL-vpz 'of^_ ^ ; a.i 1 i ty v/ i 1 ^bft *pos i t i,ve 1 y related to the level at which 

- • ■ s ■ - | ' /. . ' 

irdr 'r- ; s placed, The strength of this relationship should not 
vary as ,o equenee of within^" versus between^c 1 assroom grouping 

r S ipce prior research suggests that gender is related t©^ 

■ oc . ,mpar i son - orientations (Verof f , 1369, 39^J Battistieh, 

" >- or.o- , MannV^and Pearlmutter, 1 982) and to sel f-concept of math, 

i 1 y (Eccles, Adler, Futterman, Gof f , Kae2ala, Meece, and Mitdgley, 
iyB3) WQ, w i 1 V. Bl/io include gender as a predictor in our mode 1 
Method 

! t 

t 

Sample 

One hundred 6 and . fdrty^nine students in the seventh^grade math 
classrooms in two junior " high schools volunteered .for this study* 
School B groups seventh-grade math "students according to a¥i 1 between 
classrooms; school B separates students by ability into three levels, 
called M h i gh" , "regular"', "and "basic' 1 , School W groups seventh-grade 

0 

math students according to ability within each classroom; each classroom 
in school W has two Ability levels, c a 1 led "high" and '■regular 1 ' . Both 
schools are located in adjoining ne i ghbor hroodst i jj the same city in 
southeastern Michigan; the racial and income characteristics of the two 

i 

neighborhoods are highly comparable, though ^-fhere is substantial 

* . C j . . . 

variation within each ne \ gj^pr hood 5 - Students ^ai - ^ agrl gned to a juniqr 
high school in the city according to the location of their family* 
residence. , • ,. 



Students completed a questionnai re in school during a>- math period 



Measures 
Stu 

near the end of th^ schooj year* The guestionnai re included three 
indicators of self -concept of math ability and fiVe Indicators of social 
comparison in math (see Table 1) * In addition to "these sel f-report 



iiures, math course grades' from the previous semester were obtained 
from school records* ' 1 1 ■ 




Table 1 here 



ResGUs 



. Construction of composite measures - 

i ' - - . 

A principal components -analysis of "these eight indicators yielded 
twQ'*eharaeter i st i c roots* greater than 2*0* The. six remaining roots. were 
less than 0,8 t suggesting empirical differentiation of two sets of 
i terns ^/nspWti on of rotated /actor loadings " in a subsequent common' 
factor analysis justified forming^ofte composite from the five indicators 
of wi th i n-c 1 ass room social comparison and.a^second composite from the 



three indicators' of self-concept of math ability, Accordingly, a bni t- 
wei ghted sum was computed for the f i-ve indicators of wi th in-c 1 ass room 
socjal comparison' in math (range = 5 to 3**; mean = 19-5* standard 



\ 



deviation ■ 6,2), 'The items demonstrated satisfactory internal 
.cons i stericy relrabiiity. (Cronbach's alpha « '-77) < A un i t^we i ghted sum . / 

was also computed .for the three indicators of sel f ^concept. of math 

, ' - . j - " 

ability (range ~ 6 td 21; mean ..M* }k f &% standard deviation ■ 3.*0 * 

Cronbach ' s-a 1 pha for this composite was . Bk . - 



f . 
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Effects of social comparison, grouping* and gender an |i 1 f ^concept , of 

abi 1 ity . , ■ - • *• 

Using, affect coding, one dummy var i ab 1 e Vas - created for gender (G t 

coded ^ if female and -1 if male) f and four dunqmy variables were created , 

for -iihe five categories of grouping (B 1 : coded 1 if s student is placed: 

In the high classrooms in school B » -1 if placed *in the regular groups 

in school W, and 0 otherwise; B2: coded 1 if placed 1 in the regular 

^classrooms in school B, - 1 if placed in the regular groups at school W, 

and 0 otherwise; 63* coded 1 if placed in the- basic" classrooms in 

school B, -J if placed in the regular * groups in school W* and 0 

otherwise; and Wl , coded 1 if placed in the high groups in school W, — 1 

if -placed in the regular groups in school W f and 0 otherwise). Social 

comparison (C) was treated as, a continuous variable. Cross-products of 

t^t^e variables were computed^ to capture interaction effects. 

Beginning with the saturated model that > included all possible ' 

* * 

linear effects of, social comparison*, group i ng ,^ gender , and their » cross^ 
products on se 1 f -cdncept of ability, a stepwise mu It i pi e regression 
procedure with backward elimination of terms was performed, Non^ 
significant terms, (p > .05) were trimmed from the 'mode 1 , with the 
constraint that any lower-carder term nested in i significant higher^ 
order term would be retained, regardless of its own g^value, 

This procedure 1 eg] to the " foH'ow i n§ trimmed regression model: 



Predicted values o f %^e 1 f - c on c ep t of ubi 1 i ty *= 1 , 

it, 33 + .02 C - 1 .20 G - 2, 31 * 11 + 1,68*** wi 
- 3.98*** GxBl +~\ 13* CxBl + ^03 CxG + .15** CxGxBl . (1) " 
The R-squar ed for this model Is .281. (One- , two- , or three asterisks 
following a term denote Devalues of ,05* *01, and ,001 f respectively,) 

8 " . 



' ... • J . ; */ ,-. *, - ■ " 

Mean predicted scores based on this r&gress 1 on mode j % are * 1 i s ted in Tajjle 
2 and displayed in f igure 1 



Table 2 and Figure 1 here 



We will focus first- on predicted self ^concept of ability among- 
students who ar# h^gh on * wi th i n~c ] ass room social compar i sonv * Mean* 
predicted scores, inspected separately for girls and boys,' a=re 
cons i s~tent wi th our hypotheses* For Example, the^mean predicted score 
for girls in h i gh-ab i 1 i ty- groups at school W is 16 .06 1 whereas the mean 
predicted score for girls In regu 1 ar ^ab i 1 i ty groups in the same 
classrooms is 12.21, Mean predicted scores for girls i ft all classrooms 
at school B fall between these two values (see Figure 1}*' Similarly, 
the mean predicted score for boys in h i gh^ab i 1 i ty f groups at school W, is 
16, 98, whereas the mean* predicted score for boys in regu 1 ar^ab M i ty 
groups 'in the same classrooms is 12*53* Mean predicted scores for boys 
in all c 1 assr^csfiis at school B f aH between these two values (see ^Figure 

1) , Thus, relative to same-sex students, wi th i n-c 1 assroom grouping by 

* ■ * * 

ability accentuates the positive se 1 f -eva 1 uat i on of students in high^ 

ability groups and accentuates the negative se 1 f -eva 1 uat i on of students 

in r, egu 1 ar = ab i 1 i ty groups, among those students who use and value social 

comparison standards* 

,lf one considers' simultaneously a 1 1 students who are high on 4 

w i th i n^c ! assrooni social comparison, it is apparent that our hypotheses 

are confirmed s/i th respect to students in regular-abi 1 i ty , groups at 

school W* These students are cotis i stent 1 y i 1 ewer on se 1 f -concept ^of math 

ability than a 1 1 other students who frequently use w I th i n-c 1 assroom 

social comparison* On the other hand, our hypotheses are not fully 



\ 



confirmed for girls in , (i Igh-ab'H i ty groups , at school W. The mean 
predicted score for these girls '(16*06) is slightly bel qw the mean 
predicted score for boys In hi gh-abil i ty cl ass rooms at school B (16 , it 3) * 
.Among students who do not use sbcial comparison information to 
evaluate their math' ab 1 1 i ty a "the relationship between grouping and self* 
concept of ability does not f Lt our simple expecCat i on that group, level 
would be pos i t i ve 1 y ' re 1 a ted to se # 1 f ^concept of ability, and equally 
related in both* schools* As can be^seen in Figure 1, group level and 
self = concept are . Inverse! y related for girls at school B who- _ooJ: use 
wjthin-classr oom social ■ comparison* The * relationship betweeh^flroup 
level and se 1 f & cence®t * i s at "least positive for low . sbc i al =c6mpar i son 
boys in both schools, and for low soc I a 1 ^cempar i st^ glrlsyat school a Wj 
however , the magnitude of this positive ' re 1 a t i onsh r p* appears to be 
stronger for low s'oci a 1 -compar i son boys at school W, ■ ■ 

The role of past performance in math 

* Students in these junior high schools were not randomly assigned 1 to 
levels of the- independent variables whose effects were assessed hdre -* 
This Implies .that ^ potential for model mi sspec ff l cat i on ex 1 sts' ^{Cook 
and Campbell, 1979)* if they are correlated with social compar i ion, 
ill ty grouping, or gender, causes of selfrconcept of math ability that 
ware omitted from Jfne regression fnodel just described (see equation- 1) 
could substantially change th r - sjcef f i c i ents in that model,, it has been 
argued (e*g*, Calsyn and Kenny , 1977) that past performance level Is a 
cause of cur rent sel f -concept of academic ability. If past performance 
in math is correlated with any of our independent var i ab 1 es"S©e i a 1 
comparison* ability group i ng r or gender—it Is possible tha^t effects we 

have- attributed to these independent variables are spurious* 

• ' s ' * 

lu . , . 



Consequently, We have examined the roj^e of past performance In math as * a* 

' - * * * * 

\ potential confound in our regression model* 

\ " We first examined whether first-semester math grades are related to 

social compar i son ,^ ab i 1 i ty grouping, gender, or their cross-products * 

I f \we found no" s i gn i cant relationships* we could quickly rule out- past 

performance asu a threat to the validity of our previous conclusions* 

Using the same stepwise mul t i pi e regress i on procedure, now with f i rst- 

semester math grades as the dependent variable (P. coded lg if A+, )k 

if A f itCp) , we reach the following trimmed regression models . 

■',*> . ■ , * i 

* 1 Predicted values of math, grades = . m 

-9.5Q + 1.09*** Bl + 1 .00*** wi: * • (2^ 

The R-squared f©f this trimmed model is *2 36 - The mean predicted scortes 

generated by this model are 10,59 for all students in h i gh~ab i 1 i ty /imith 

classrooms in school 1 B;. 10*50 for all students in h i gh^ab i 1 i ty . mat>i 

groups in "school W; 9 . 50 for all students*- in regu 1 ar ^ab j 1 1 ty * aneM bas i c- 

ability math - c 1 assrooms in" school B; and 7,^*0 for al 1 students in 

regular-ability math groups i/i school W. * Several Inferences may -be 

drawn from this regression model'. First, the math grades of girls in 

high-ability math classrooms at school B are as high as those of any 

groups if they were using this n ©bjecti\£e n performance information to 

evaluate thei.r ability in math, girls in high^ability classrooms at 

school B who do not use social comparison information wo*uld not have 

evaluated themselves so poorly. The causes of their low salf- 

evaluartjon^ remain to be identified. Secondly, .we note that students in 

the regu 1 ar^ab i 1 1 ty math group at school W receive much lower grades 

than students I n |poth regu 1 ar -ab M i ty and bas i c-ab i 1 i ty math classrooms 

at school B, Teachers at -school W may be comparing the performance of 

f 



11 



students In the regular-ability math grayp In a classroom against - the. 
superior performance of students in tKe high-ability mafih group in that 

same -cl assroom. In this normative context, teachers may be unduly 

% _. *» - ! 

accentuating a negative evafuation of students in regul ar-ab i 1 I t;y- 

* * *. * ' • ■ ■' " , ' * ' 

groups;* Fi.nallyV 'the fact 4 that f irst-semesier math grades, are 

s I gn i f i caat J y related 'to* ab IJ i ty^jroup level means, that our previous 

cone 1 us i bns.may be mistaken concern i ng effects of ability group,! ng on. 

•seKf -concept .of math ability, , ,( *- g I ■ 

I n order to control' for past performance i n. math, we regressed 

se If -concept of math ability on f i rs t-semes ter math grades, soc i a 1 

comparison, grouping, cfender , and all cross-products except those 

involving grades. Stepwise multiple regress i on, using backward 



elimination criteria. as before, led to the following trimmed regression 



models 



Predicted values of self -concept of ability ■ 

6*55 + .05 C + ,46 G ~. 2 .62* 81 + 2.96 B3 - 4*€6*** GxBl 

". + k.J7** OxBJ + ,08 CxBI - .06 CxB3 - *Qh GxC -H . 20** GxCxB? 

- ..21** ...GxCfS^f ,8(jf*** P, , ^ , ; (3) 



. 8(4** P, , 
s tr immed\ model i s 



The R-squared for thJ s tr immedx model is ,557- The increment in 

■ ■ ■ \ . • • • ^ • 

explained variance* over and above the effect of f i r st-semester math 



grades, is .137. This increment is highly significant (F (1 1 , 124) - 
3-^8; £ .0003) . Mean self-concept of math 'ability as predicted by 

this model is shown 1 n Tab 1 e 3 ind Figure 2. This analysis demonstrates 
that the effects of ability grouping on self-concept of math ability are 
mediated by social compar i son -processes , even when sel ^-concept is also 
dependent* -upon past performance in math. 



jcompar t son V J jif ©rma j rbri- to .evalaia;^ y^e npte ijhat 

v sturfents I n; basic^abi 1 i ty classrooms at school,; B (i .e. , B3 groups) show- 
: higher pred i cted self-concepts than; other same^sex students who use 
soc i al *compar ! son Ihformatl on -frequently- The el evated se 1 f -concepts of 
these students i n bas i c-api 1 rty; ma t,h classrooms may- be ,the resul t r oT the 
teacher-contact that was more persbna t i zed I n the r r c 1 ass rooms , compared 
,to al 1 other classrooms i n the sample. Since systematic observational 

- ."■ • ■ ■ ■ - . . >"*;-' - - : '-. V .* ; yV."- ^ ; v * ' r -- '^V:-: - 

^measures,™ 



und 



-. . . •■ •« *• ^ . . - . > 

erstanding of the e ? l evated self -concepts jjf students ttl bas le-ab I 1 I ty : 

math classrooms must remain speculative. D i f f ©rent i al part 1 cf pat ion 

l ' *./=•;.'.-•'••"' • . - • - f .-" "^y ". ; . . .... .... ' / ■ ."• -". ' *\ 

rates could also account for the eJ evated self -concepts of these 
• '• >" \ . ■, • ... ', . •>■._ .. ... . ; 

- . ? stpdehtsy ( B3 students somewhat ; l ess 11 ke Vy . to- : vol untjeir to 

participate^ in - tKe stddy, compared^ to other s e v e n t h - g f . a d e r s i n the 

sample.. • ... "■: :. :-v\; • ^ / ; - .* / ' • ^ 

• * Otherwi se, hi gh soc'i a 1 -compar i son students rank wi th respect to 

se'l f -concept much as they did before-V.; when grade effects were not 



partial led out. For instance, among g i r^s who - use soc ial compar i son 
frequently, girls in a h I gh-abil i ty group i. ;;■ (WJ ) ; have higher self- 
concepts--and girls in a re,gul ar-ab i 1 i ty group (W2) have lower self- 
concepts--fhan girls in high-abi 1 i ty or regul ar-ab 11 i ty cl assrooms (B 
or* B2) . The same pattern holds for h i gh soc i a 1 -compar i son boys* ^ ' 

■ Amo nq those students Who do not use soc i a 1 c ompa r i soh i nf ormat I on. 
frequently, we note that group 1 eve 1 is positively related to self- 
concept of math ability at school W, ^ as ^expected* Once agai n, \ the 



i x ^patteph at school does ^itot c^nf i rtn our i n 1 t i a 1 expectat } ©ns Among" . ■ * 

•* \g f fft jfct [. sehooj B ? who ^/^do^-'^nbtv^Vuse; . soe i 9i-4^^^pwJson ,: /'' r Hf ©rmati oh J; 
= - ; .v.":' f r^quent l;y se 1 f f concqpt of math" abl 1 l/iy i sr' v h S nverselyv related ;t© • o 8 

r ^ . " ;i feyjS] .."^cfl£ ohe^S" c lassrqoni ass ignment * \A^©^g ^©ys; it school i who dei -not - 

\ use social eompar i son i ntformat Ton frequently, the relationship betw^en^ r ^ =i 
v v L ; *, *sa1 f -r ©©ne^p t * ©f .math ; ab i 1- i ty v and ^1 ass room ab i 1 i ty level Is- nbn>- . /' 

•/ : " : ..• ' / = '.••*• ■• . '. V % ■ . ! •■ •.'••'>•='••'.•'::• • ''''• ! '- « •=■"• •;■ ; ' ■;" •'.-:/•*.-• • '■ !• * : ,;•-♦:"»•.-- 

•="•• '=; ' .• • 'v.; L • - ■ =•>'•. v :• - : .. ^- '."■.• >- 

Cone 1 us ions v : . . . . "VV-'vV .. . - ;. • !•"' - • • 

^ vSoef al : comparison processes are an important mediator of- the * 

rel at I onsh i p between ab i 1 i ty-groupJ "rig " pract I ces* i n seventh grade -\ 

mat h etna tics classrooms and sel f -concept of math ab i 1 "» ty * Whereas many, 

researchers have assumed the operation of th i s med i at Kng process , - our . «\. 

Study is the f i rst to test it directly and ■confirm, it, - Our model and 

results call Jnto question one of the conclusions reached by- Kul i k and 

•.- * Ku>rk (1982) *^i n fc thei r meta-anal ys i s of t the l i terature on ; abi II ty 

;• \. . ■ - ... '.; ^ . •.;'-.•.-.„ • ■_ . ; = '. . , ■ • * .• " • , 

grou^i ng; namely, the! r cone ] us i on that lb) M ty group i ng I 5 unrelated td 



sel f Tcohcept . If one aggregates over abl 1 r ty group level and over the 

- ■ ' J - ' ?: ' . V . : 

extent to which students use social comparison information* as Kul'ik and 
> " ' " •« •. • •' . • .. * 

Kul i k did. meani ngf ul rel at i onsh ips b e t w e e ri^ g r o u p i n g and self -concept of 

abl 1 i ty wi l l be mi ssed. • • • « — — v-- — : TT --i ■-— — 

^ in focusing on, spej a 1 comparison, processes in the classroom, we are^- 

emphas i 2 i ng an act lye; process by -wh i ch students e^aJuate themselves 

(tevfne v 1983) • ^ Students 1 social comparison behavior Is an Important 

influence on their eventual sel f -concept of math ab i 1 i ty . Bv^ comparing 

themselyes , agai nst others in a , h i gh-ab i 1 i ty math group i n thei r 

classroom, students j n a .rtgul ar-abi I I ty group 1 are exaggerati ng how 

incapabl e i they .themselves are/ By their ©wn activity, they may be ruling : 
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> Y themselves oi^i^further parti cl pat J on In math 5 el a.sses, rather : than ~ 
V attempt tng- • ..to -improve, By not usl ng s6i f a T^ompar rfon "! nf ©rmat Ion jV^QJV y^-. 
' ? vtfie pt^er # /hand t ' ^tr Is in- a ;= h!gh«fab! 1 \ ty classrqom may tie Igripri ng ^ 

i h 'mathT ^ * 



This fields i investigation suggests iseyera V cons i deratl oris N f,or . thepry 
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arid, research on soc i al cojnpar i son processes , F I rst,; the nature of the 
interaction effects reported here prompts us to ask how low r social- 
compar ison persons shoul d be- regarded by soci al compar fsym theor i sts - 
On the one hand, the behavior of such- persons, who say they do not , use 
social comparison information or who say i t- i h not important information 
in. self "evaluations of :abi-l rty, Ms cleanly relevant to the theory that, 
explains the behavior of persons who say they do use and val ue soci al 
comparison standards* I f abi 1 i ty-groupl ng practices and gender were to 
affect sel f -concept of abi 1 I ty, *i rrespect I ve of soci al compar j son level , ' 
the theorist would have, to quest! on (a) the adequacy_-^of the measures of 
soci al compar i son "that were used,* or (b) the appl i cabi 1 i ty of a social 
comparison model to the domain under investigation. By showing 



interactions involving level \ of social comparison, the utility of a 
social comparison model can be asserted* On, the .other hand,, the 
behavior .> of such persorisy who say they do not use or value social 
-comparison information, demands explanation in Its own right. If some 
students do not use social ^comparison standards to evaluate their 
abi 11 ties, what standards (if any) do they use? Social comparison 
theory ought to be developed in this broader context* Minimally, 
predict! ons der i ved /from soc I al compar I son .theory mi ght be. ; more 
unambi guous 1 y conf I rmed i-n [ft eld i nvest i gat l^hs, if respondents coul d be 
separated i nto groups" who only use soc I al compar Isori standards for self-* 



evaluation of. iW 1 i tj -es> groups who enl-y^ii^C 5 9 m ? ^her"; standard for, ^ 



^^srgt^ey ^ s own past, per f or m^nce ; 

X- level) , arid . groups^ who J nterehangeabi y \Jse a: variety V of;,', .stanfiards . for' 
si rT>eva 1 uai ion 



ja^lon . . \. •. ; ■;• . y.v ;.;.:= V*^" 

v Vi nal 1 yy i n our attempt to iTivesti gate- soci a 1 cqmpa r i son, pr bees/ses 
in a field sett ing, we are impressed wi th the iif fi,cul ty of kn^i ng just 
when there i £ an "absence 6f object i ve standards for sej f -Aval uat Sbh/Iv - 
that Pest! njjer (1954) counts- as a pre-condition for expecting social 
.compar isbn processes to affect sel f-evaluat i on of abi 1 i ties* One might , 
suppose that "^fter taking a math test and before receiving any outcome ^; 
i nfprmat ion from the teacher, some students wi 11 be prompted to compare 
with, their., classmates, that i sC^there is not yet any, "pbject I veM 
standard on which to e>a 1 uati oneself , Yet common observation, suggests 
that! social comparison in seventh-grade " classrooms is particularly 
intense limned i ately foil owing the f teacher - s di stribjtiQri of. graded.,, 
tests - . It, would appear 4 that, for many students, grades onl y acqui re 
meaning when they are placed in a social comparative context, and . that^ 
grade information does not constitute "objective performance 
information^ in ^tself, This conclusion Is somewhat at odds with the - 
common sense notion that grades are object ive pr^c i sel y. because they are___ 
publ icly sharable. It is possfble* that Festinger's hypothesized pre- 
condition for expecting effects 'of ^soc i at cofrtpar i son processes (j.e* f 
the absence of objective performance standards) should be re-evaluatedwr .. 
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il Comparison: 



. • •• 



" 



^ 



Response Format: 



Hath :5W^Cgni|pt I nd i fa to**- , 



• ■ 



l=Not at al 1 
good ... .- s _ s - :. . 



- I f -you; were; to rank Voider al l 
:c - tna siuda|iir ro y^yr math lass r 
y" from the worst; to. the best i r\ math,. u> 

v-l": wh a r e wdu J d ^optl pu t -your £m\^^ci^,^^^ v ^Aj 



How have you; been doi ng 



in 



^ •" .-• . J-Very , 

th this y^rf "• %. V . ■: ' . / :?-Vepy w^l 1 : 



V * 

■J.-v 



1 -the ^orst^ • ; 
7=The best ' . 



Soci al C^ojTiBaj^sori I nd s cators 
: \ ■ . * - \ ; " ' ^ • • \ 1 

I .^compare my math abi l ijty: to . . 
. other students in jny math cld'ss". " 

I Kike to kKb^hpw my mBth , ^ .v.' 
• " ab i X i ty, /compares to -other •* -J - I 
s^tud^nts jn my math' class. " ) ' 



Doing better in math than 
otKer students In^my 
cjassrobm is important. 



I compare how hard I try 
in math to how hard other \* V'-- 
tudents try in my cl ass room. 




S 



Trying harden in math than: 
other students In my class- 
X roam i s # important to- me- 



- former v^Se?7\>^~ 

f 1-atrongly " ^ 

disagree Y ' 
^ T^ltronglyL; _ ^_ 

' 'a^gree • \ : * ". 

1 -Never ' ^ • 

; 7^Verv often - 



1 ^Strongly 
di sagree 

7^Strongly 
agree' 



IS. 



.... v... 
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SeTf •Cecieept of Math Ab 1 1 I ty : pf ed I c ted 4y 7 • 
Ab i 1 I ty Groupi ng , Gender , and. Soc i a l ^Compa r i son 























"• . •; Ab j l i ty Group 




.7 • 


- ... r* V "V 






si- ; J .»3 wi . 


W2 



Boys 



High Soc l a r Gompar i son 



r 



Low Soc iaj Comparison 



Gi r 1 s ~- * ^ y- 

• H i gh ,Soc i a l /Compar i son 



16 . ^3 : 
; (7) — 

16-79 

is) 7 ; 

(9). 



15.32 , 15.30 T6.98 12.53 

1 5 . ^ 1 5. 39 17.05 12.36 

Ml (3) (2),' (9) 



■1 i* : 36 ri».i»i» 16.06 12% 21 



(6) 



(3) 



(12K (8) 



Low Social Comparison 11.82 13-85 13-91 •15.65 14.21 



c 



(3) 



(id (8) 



• --(8) • . (7) ; 

Note/ Soc i a 1 compar i son i s represented as a di chotomous var i able 
for -ease of presentation; i-t was included, In the regress i o 
analysis as a continuous varlatfle. N 1 s are shown i ri 4 
parentheses. • ~ • 



C. 



/ 



2d 



ERIC 



r£ "'-V. Self-Concept pf \ H^ttr' '^b'^1't^y ; ^V*4^fctadyby - ; 

Grades , Abi 1 I ty Group i;ng »' Gender » '-a.nd "Soc'i-al Compaq tjipVr 







■ _■ •' •"• •• ■ • •■ ; ■ ■ ■ ■ • • — -• f - — * — i—i 


. :; ;-/"/, V'"'^ ■' ; ='..jb '-J'''.-"- Ab i l ? j ty Group ' '/^v'" - ' 




Ibv:; 


B2- • " B3 W1'. V|. W2 



•Boys . ; : "**;■_ . f v". ■■' 
* High Social Com par i son . 

Low Social Compar I son. 



G i rl s '.. . t 

H i gh Soc i a 1 Compar j son 



Low Soc i al Compar t son 



1 6.52 


U.36 ; 


17.62 




12;it2 


', C7) . • 




(2) 


■■■ -iM 

' ■ ** 


- do 


17.31 


U.l6 \ 


Ah. 72 


TI5.O9 < 


I2".68 


(9) 




(3) 


(2) V 


. (9). 


15.^6. 


\i_>.6a../ 


16.65 




13-13- 


(9) 




(3) 


* k . . * ... 
(12) 


(8) 


11*18 


1 i» . 06 . 


17.29, 


: 15-^7 


13.05 


(8) 




: (3) 


(11) 


. (8) ' 



Note. Social; compar, I son Is .represented as a dichotomous variable 
: for ease of presentat i on; it was 1 Included in the regression 

analysis as a continuous variable. N's are shown in 

.'. ■» ' • / ; • '•. •' = '•■ /' ■ '■ .'/';,■:*.'.:■ - .s 

." . ' ■ * ■ s ■ ■ =- * 

parentheses * \ ' w . ■ - ..' ,. =. \> \ 
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:• >'.'•—,.•" V.";--. F i gure 1 .:"\.v-V 
Self -Concept of Hath Ability Predicted by . 
Ability Grouping, Gender, 'and Social Comparison 
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Grades, 


■-/■■. 


Group i ng 
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